
Nikki S. Lee is a Korean-born, New York
City-based artist and filmmaker. After

obtaining her BFA in Photography at

Chung-Ang University in South Korea,

she moved to New York City in 1994

and attended the Fashion Institute of

Technology. She received her MFA in

photography from New York University

in 1998.
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"Nikki" is the adopted name of the
Korean-born conceptual artist, Lee

Seung-Hee. Since her move to the
States in the mid-1990s, she has

become one of the most versatile artists
working today, camouflaging herself
within various ethnic and social groups.
She randomly chose her name "Nikki,"
which she altered from the American
model Niki Taylor, simply because the
model's name appeared in an issue of
Vogue. Not so very different from the
disguises that the model Niki Taylor
dons, in Nikki S. Lee's first series of pic-
tures called Projects (1977-2001), differ-.
ent Nikkis in various costumes appear in
group portraits of drag queens, punks,
swing dancers, senior citizens, Yuppies,
Latinos, Japanese, hip-hop musicians
and fans, skateboarders, lesbians, and
Korean schoolgirls. Nikki S. Lee hangs
out with different communities for
months, imitates their semiotic codes of
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dress, appearance, bodily gestures and postures, and finally embeds herself in these

groups to achieve seemingly spontaneous pictures in which she looks as if she were

an actual member of each community. Intended to appear authentic, these snapshots

collapse the boundary between the image, or simulation, and reality, creating a world

of hyperreality where the distinctions between the real and unreal Nikki S. Lee are

ambiguous. Since this petite Asian woman audaciously traverses race, ethnicity, sexu-

ality, nationality, profession and age, the collective viewing experience of the Projects

series can make her seem ridiculous and crazy, at times even schizophrenic. In this

interview, however, she presents herself not as a chaotic schizophrenic, but instead

reveals the single, cohesive essence that is Nikki S. Lee among other Nikkis.

Nikki S. Lee constantly seeks her identity in relation to others. Her exploration of the

formation and change of individual identity in relation to one's exposure to commu-

nity reaches the next phase as she investigates personal relationships. She presents a

different level of the multitude of the self in her Parts series (2002-2005). Though not

dramatically changing her appearance as she did in the Projects series, here Nikki S.

Lee poses in a variety of images in different settings with a male partner, cropped to

make it impossible to see directly who she is with. By drawing the viewer's attention to

how a woman feels in a given situation, she highlights how other people and different

kinds of relationships affect a woman's personal identity. Nikki S. Lee performs various

moods as a happy, sad, mad, glad, hurt, tired, warm, and apathetic woman. While

these women could be different individuals in varied stories of heterosexual relation-

ships, they could also be seen as the diverse faces of a single woman who continues

to change her identities as she goes through various relationships.

This play with one/many Nikki(s) is presented most obsessively in her film, A.K.A. Nikki

S. Lee, which premiered at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, October 5-7,

2006. The project alternates segments between two distinct personalities: Nikki One

as a reserved academic and Nikki Two as an outgoing socialite. The premise of this

hour-long documentary film is that Nikki One is making a documentary about Nikki

Two. The boundary between fake and real in this project is manifold, endlessly creat-

ing suspicions about the two Nikkis, their surroundings, and even the documentary

itself. Once we begin to concern ourselves with which one is real and which fake, the

ground beneath us becomes unstable, inviting us into a world of hyperreality.

Nikki S. Lee has recently become more involved in filmmaking and was busy packing for

her trip to Seoul to work on her newest film project when this interview took place on

the evening of March 21st in her SoHo apartment.
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C z.

co PL: In terms of the CAJ's theme this

SCD year, "In Relation," your work makes me

think of other contemporary photogra-
Sphers whose primary artistic concerns

are identity in relation to others and

qý co to community. Catherine Opie cre-

ated a series of portraits of herself

3 C and her close friends within the Los

Angeles S&M community. Nan Goldin

often explores the intensive emotional

and physical moments of couples, the

intimacy in a human relationship. On

"a more personal level and in a narra-

"tive form, Sophie Calle investigates the

7] angst and suffering of relationships. If

these contemporaneous artists' works

approach the issue of identity in rela-

tion to others from something deep

"inside," it can be said that Nikki Lee

does this from the "outside." Your

Projects series (and the Parts series)

doesn't seem to carry the intense feel-

ings of a relationship because of the

ascendancy of the visual identity over

context in addition to the well-con-

trolled spontaneous feeling you eventu-

ally achieve. I feel, however, that it's

not appropriate to describe your work
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as "light" or "superficial"-maybe due to the laborious process of making yourself
identifiable as a member of the group you investigate even as your photos look
casual. How would you explain your work in relation to those artists in light of the
investigation of the issue of identity in relation to others?

NL: In speaking of the depth of my work, I would like to put it this way; instead of
thinking of depth as extending far down from the surface, what if we view depth as
parallel, extending side by side? Maybe we can think that my work is deep in the
sense that I approach human relationships from a broader scope. I started out with a
universal question about identity, my identity. The way I tried to answer that ques-
tion was to look at others, those people around me, even if they are not directly
related to me. To get to know where I am and who I am requires for me to see
myself through the eyes of others, those who live their lives around me, a society
to which I belong. This explains the overarching concept of my work quite well. I
believe that the broad scope of my work adds depth to the investigation of identity.

PL: You embarked on the Projects series not long after you moved to the States.
How did you get started on the series?

NL: I started the series three years after I moved to New York City while I was at
New York University. It was an assignment for graduation.

PL: Your attempt to get into different communities in this multicultural society was
very brave. One might say that you were also brave because you were an outsider
who immersed yourself in this society after growing up in a different culture. Even
though they differ markedly from your photographs, your work recalls Robert Frank's
Americans to my mind. Also an outsider, he captured something fundamental about
American culture that really appealed to Americans. In your case, American and
Korean cultures are very different especially in terms of identity. Korea doesn't have
the same issues concerning identity and relationships as the United States because
it is more culturally and ethnically homogenous. If you were born and had grown up
in the United States, within this complicated web of diversity, do you think it would
have been more difficult to touch on these issues of identity and community? Were
you aware of the significance of your work in this society when you embarked on
your first project?

NL: I was not aware of it at all. As I told you, the start was nothing out of the ordi-
nary. The assignment from the school was to produce a simulation project and I was
reading books about simulation. Just like most young artists, I was thinking of what
I would do and chose what I could do best. I knew it was going to be photography
combined with something from film and fashion. Though my start was unremarkable,
little by little I fell into the way of an artist. I was eager to learn and think, and even-
tually learned one day that I had become a serious artist.
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PIL: Your work appeals to the nature of American society, and you have a special abil-
o

ity to capture American pop culture. What made you able to absorb American culture

D •so quickly?

(D• NL: First of all, I have an instinctive capability to observe and catch the essence

Sof a new culture especially in visual culture and music. In addition, I learned about

C American culture from watching movies during my childhood in Korea. I love watch-

ing movies. When I moved to the United States in 1994, I was impressed by indepen-

dent film festivals, like the Sundance Film Festival, and I found I really loved American

independent movies. I watched a lot of movies to get to know this society better. I

indirectly experienced and learned about the lives of different communities from inde-

pendent movies.

PL: How did you choose each community for the Projects series? If we think about

your Projects series in the context of American culture, The Korean School Girls

Project seems to lose its connection to the other projects. Somewhere in one of your

interviews, you said that individual projects in your Projects series form an organic

entity. What's the role of The Korean School Girl Project in this whole? And what made

you interested in communities such as Ohio?
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NL: I worked on The Korean School Girl Project when I visited Korea while I was

working on the Projects series. I didn't plan it originally, but the project in Korea

connects the entire Projects series to Nikki Lee. It came out rather spontane-

ously. The same applies to The Ohio Project. I was born and grew up in a rural

area in Korea and that led me to be interested in American rural cultures when I

moved here. The Projects series itself spontaneously reflects Nikki Lee and her

circumstances.

PL: You have an extraordinary ability to impersonate yourself. I would like to ask a

question about the stereotypical image of a group or a community that you create

for your Projects series. In her Untitled Film Stills series, Cindy Sherman imperson-
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ates herself by taking on the images typical of women in the fifties and sixties in
American pop culture in order to reveal our social need embedded in these images
of clich6d femininity. With that in mind, when you think about impersonation as a way
to gain access to a certain community, how do you decide which visual signs-body
posture, clothing, and hairstyle-to use? Is it your intention to challenge stereotypes?

NL: I didn't think about it at all. When I started the project, typical images of each
social group hadn't been formed in me. I didn't try to analyze or study, I rather relied
on my intuition, probably based on the images from movies that I had watched.

PL: Let's move to your Parts series. You said that you tried to reveal in each frame
the intimate and emotional aspects of a relationship, that is each frame becomes a
concentration of the narratives of a couple. Besides the intensity, it is very interest-
ing to me that I also feel detachment, the woman's detachment from the relationship
and the man. Maybe I feel the detachment because of the gaze of the woman. There
is an ambiguity in her gaze. Except for a few photographs in the series, the gaze
of the woman is directed outside of the frame. Even when she looks at her partner,
there seems to be no exchange in gaze between the couple. This ambiguity of gaze
also reminds me of Cindy Sherman's Untitled Film Stills. The gaze of the woman in
her pictures directs us outside the frame, never directly facing or confronting the
viewer's gaze. I think it would be interesting, then, to view your series in contrast to
your underlying idea that the identity of an individual changes depending on the
relationship she is in; it could be said that the identity of the individual is actually not
at all contingent on relationship.

NL: It is interesting that you saw the series like that. I think it's a possible interpreta-
tion. Maybe the series spontaneously reflects my personality. I am easily detached
from things and events around me. Maybe that inclination is revealed in each frame. I
love film, but I don't apply film theories to my photography. I didn't plan the woman's

q • gaze when I worked on the series.

PL: Your work repeats a process of building and erasing an identity. In this process,
do you feel that a new Nikki Lee is created? In other words, through the process of
changing your hairstyle, piercing your body, gaining or losing weight, and spending

S• time in a particular community, is there something inscribed on your body and your
0. psyche?

2 NL: The process and experiences I have do not matter at all to me. The change my
co body goes through and the times I spend don't effect me. They are not inscribed on
z _ me at all. Rather than saying that process changes my identity, I feel that the experi-

ences provide me with opportunities to find the aspects of Nikki Lee that originally
ac l existed in me but that I had not realized.
Y C

ZCD
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PL: Then, when you take off this clothing and stop D g

performing, there is an essence of Nikki Lee that always

comes back? •r

NL: Yes, I feel that there is an essence of Nikki Lee. To 0

put it another way, I feel that my characters have one :_

prevailing identity that consciously controls the mani- o

festations of these different characters.
CD

PL: So far, our conversation has been focused on your
CD

Projects and Parts series. What have you been working

on recently?

NIL: Other than those two series, recently I have been 0

working on a series called Layers. I travel to many other

countries and in each place I ask three street artists-

who make their living by drawing portraits of people-

to draw my portrait on semi-opaque paper. I put them

on the light box and take pictures of them. Maybe I

have some drawings-here we go. (NL shows PL several

drawings from the series.)

PL: It seems this new series carries on the essence of

the previous two series you have worked on. It seems

not so much a new project but the final version of your

previous works. Just as you said at the beginning of

this interview, the underlying concept of your work is

the investigation of your identity through the eyes of

others, but this time, the others are those who you just

pass by rather than groups into which you are assimi-

lated. It also challenges the cult of authorship. You did

it in your previous series by giving the camera to your

friend or random passersby, but this time, it is achieved

very differently.

NIL: Exactly. If the Projects series was an effort to see

myself through the eyes of others by trying to break

down the distance between us, in this series I see

myself through the eyes of complete strangers, without

disrupting this distance. I appreciate the remoteness.

I am often surprised to see completely different Nikki

Lees emerge at the same time and in the same place.

These street artists are not officially called "artists."

Ironically, they draw an official artist, me, and I create
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my own work using the drawings of these anonymous "artists" who probably believe
that they are the artists. This series also contains the irony of this relationship.

PL: Lastly, I want to ask you a question about how your cultural background affects
your work. You once talked about the importance of Eastern concepts of the social
group for your work. Do you believe that your identity flows into and joins a group
spontaneously, almost like water? Perhaps a way of articulating this same thing in
the context of Western culture would be to say "an individual is part of a social
structure." Do Eastern concepts of family, society, and group still have an effect on
your work?

NL: Of course the difference, similarity, and exchange between the West and the
East have affected my work and will continue to do so. I recently started making
a movie in Korea. I am excited about going back and working in Korea because I
expect to see Western and Eastern exchange in my new work. When I came to the
States, I had had no real experience of Western culture. Now, having worked in the
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States for more than a decade, I find
myself carrying the influence of Western
art and culture to Korea.

PL: Will the main character in the film
be Nikki Lee?

NL: No. A Korean actress who's very
interested in art film is the main charac-
ter of the movie. If I am present in the
movie, it will be a small part.

PLi I look forward to seeing your movie.
It seems you are doing now what you
are really interested in and perhaps
what you have wanted to do since child-
hood. There are many Nikki Lees in you,
and you possess an exceptional ability
to perceive and spontaneously express
this diversity. There is a profoundly
natural quality to your work. Thank you
for taking the time for this interview,
especially since you are leaving for
Korea tomorrow. Good luck with your
film project! cx_

Phil Lee is a PhD Candidate in the
Department of Art History at the
University of Chicago. Her dissertation,
currently entitled "The Hybridized Space
of Photography: The Photography of
Francesca Woodman and Cindy Sherman
1975-1981," examines the instinctive
approaches of these two artists to the
medium of photography and explores
how they presage the contemporary art
practice that would follow.
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